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Training and human devel opment is the multi-billion dollar industry in the U.S. designed to ensure
that people perform at their best. While one focus liesin updating staff on technol ogies and other new
information, a significant proportion of training hours go to the basics—correcting weaknesses and
imparting wisdom on disposition and motivation, human relations, entrepreneuria spirit, and the like.

An even more powerful tool for ensuring that people perform at ahigh level isto pick themwell in
thefirst place. We seethisin sports, where player selection is at the top of the skillslist, even for
coaches. Yet wefail to seethe pardld for the key peoplein most other kinds of organizations.

Why don't we seethis? One reason isthat we tend to be better at devel oping people than at ng
them. We understate the power of our bets given the factors we do not think we control in making
them. Another iscomplacency. We see our organization as generaly working well and believe that
the new person will adapt to our redities, “fit in,” and contribute. What is and what should be
overwhelm what might be.

Most selection processes are steeped ininput logic. The candidates are judged by their
qualifications—their degrees, years of experience, manners and appearance, age, past satusin
organizations, etc. The problem, aswith other forms of input traps, isthat none of these factorsis
powerful at forecasting the contributions of apotential person in your organization. Inputs providea
solid and defensible rationale for selection and some assurance of the predictability of the behavior of
the new person. They say much less about their likely achievements.

Thelnvestor Mind Set

In the framework called Outcome Funding, my colleagues and | speak of the need for grantmakersto
shift from thinking of themselves as funders or distributors of money to investors seeking areturn.
Thisisuseful logic for those charged with selecting anew person. Indeed, the investment in human
capital can be even more critical than the investment in product development, new computers, or
anything else.

Any investment framework starts with options. For our pension fund, we have stocks or bonds.
Among available equities are ahuge variety of company equities. For our grantmaking, we have tens,
if not hundreds, of prospective implementors, al vying for our money. Thisholdsfor any job search
aswell. Indeed the premiseisasimple one. No two people are exactly the same. For any given job,
one person will outperform another. The challengeisto understand the factorsthat will best forecast
success and to determine thelr relative degree of presence in the applicants before you.
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Hiring in an outcome framework beginswith avision. If this personiswildly successful here, just
what will be different? This question normsyou at the outset in greatness. You are not just looking
for aproficient person or one*highly qualified” to do ajob. You arelooking for a Great person who
will help your organization achieve Great things.

Next up isa“result description” for the person to be selected—the antidote to the job description.
For example:

This person must increase our net revenue, minimally, from $100,000 to $200,000 within two
years...He or she must build at least 50 new low income housing unitsin the next 18 months.

Note that this description does not prescribe how the person will achieve the result. You want to give
them a chance to answer that question for themselves. In addition to providing clear focus, the result
description enables effective self-assessment. “Please...don’t consider thisjob unlessyou are
comfortable you can achieve these outcomes.”

Result descriptions can penetrate our conventional delineation of functions. Consider, for example,
the requirement, “Must be excellent fundraiser.” Thisfocuses on the input with no clue asto what
result is expected. Even more important, this phrase tells the respondent that the organization
presumes adependency on grants. A better starting point: “Must generate a minimum of $500,000 of
additional net income with tangible progress toward self-sufficiency. We define salf-sufficiency as
having at least 60% of our revenues come from project grants, earned income, and reduced costs
rather than general grantsor subsidies.”

In addition to clarity on aresult description, the investor in anew person asks and answers a number
of tough contextual questions prior to engaging the headhunter or placing an ad in the paper. For
example, just what kind of skill sets do we need—not just for the first project someone will handle but
for the long pull and for organizationd vitality? Related questions ask of specific needs given staff
aready in place. The basketball team isnot looking for agreat new player. Itislooking for apoint
guard or a center...for someone to spark fast breaks or to be ferocious on defense. The point istofill
gaps, not add a person whose skills coincide with existing people.

Other questions focus more narrowly on agiven job.

» Towhat extent are we relying on the new person to significantly change current practice? (A
person strong at intervening in the organization is different from one strong on continuous
improvement within an established framework.)

»  What technical skillsand knowledge base must this person possess? (Too often, we think that
the person must cometo thejob fully prepared to do everything. Inredlity, quick-study
learners can often outperform those with ten years of experience, especialy if normed on
mediocre performance.)

*  What predispositions are essentia ? (While a person can learn to read a balance sheet or
income statement, it is expensive to motivate someone to use financia information who does
not seeitsvaue.)

The answers to these questions form a human investment strategy that hel ps the selecting organization
to define the “ return on human investment” that it seeks. While senior management is one source of
the insight needed, another liesin those persons who will report to the new person. What do they



think needs changing to improve morale and productivity? What kind of person would best help them
to do their jobs most effectively? The view from below iscriticdl; it is here that the new person will
havetheir strongest effects.

Due Diligence

When investors seek to understand aplan or proposal promising economic or socia gain, they pursue
adiscipline called due diligence. Itspoint isto understand and verify the key representations made
which must prove accurateif the venture isto succeed. Getting beneath the packaging is equally
important in hiring. Typically, what you seeis not what you will get.

Given its expense, due diligence knows when to go wide and when to go deep. Thekey isto narrow
the“funnel” of applicants significantly before entering those steps where the costs of human
assessment are highest. Yet thisistricky, in that resumestell you so little about a person. Extensive
deselection on thisinitial paper may drop out theideal candidate for results while preserving people
whose paper wrap and true content will later prove unrelated.

Getting Started

While resumes are of limited value, they do alow you to prune out persons who without question lack
the technica skillsyou require. But beyond this, watch out. A person from Harvard may not
outperform one from Arizona State. And gapsin aresume may not indicate any problemat al. Soa
person took ayear off to find him/herself. How many others burdened their company by struggling
for identity while employed?

One way to get early to outcomesisto ask your applicants to submit something that shows rather than
describes their competence. Send to al candidates who survive acrudefirst screening ashort
assgnment. The brief persona essay with the guideines required by college and university
applicationsis one good possibility. Another isthe kind of business problem or case example used in
your company for training. Provide a minimum of context and look for aresponse. Still another
option: ask the person to send to you the one page of awriting snippet of which they are proud.

Not only do such submissions begin to tell you what the person can do but they aso reflect degree of
interest. Many persons who send in the standard resume and inquiry letter won't bother to take such
early initiative. Thistask can be consequential. And it need take little or no more time to gauge than
reviewing aresume.

Accederating First Contact

| often see great surprise on the faces of grantmakers aswell as venture capitalists when they firgt
meet the person whom they have studied on paper. In sdlecting afinalist, thefirst five minutes of
conversation tellsyou if he or sheisnot right for you. In hiring, this Situation also occurs. Both
because contact is so critical as asorting (versus determining) mechanism and because other steps of
due diligence are even more expensive, | urge getting in direct touch with awide range of applicants
early on. In many casestheinitia interview can be done by telephone, where you may discover
persons who are articulate on paper, are much less comprehensible to the ear.

When you are ready for the written interview, take agood ook at your approach. Here'show it
typically happens, especially where widespread “input” is sought:



» Atleast five, and sometimes ten, persons do the interviewing—each reflecting a specia
interest or constituency. The questions fly with no chance for in-depth follow up to any one
line of inquiry;

* The questioners do much of the talking, blissfully cuing the respondent to the right answers;

» Theinterviewslet stand such sterling representations as“1’m agenerdist...I’m apeople
person...| liketo dream;”

» Thequestions focus on attitude and values, leaving behaviors as an incidenta matter; and

» Absolutey no statements of commitment to results are sought from the applicant; only “best
efforts’” are pledged, albeit with great sincerity!

Effective interviewing follows quite different guidelines:

1. Limit theinterviewersto no more than two to three personsfor a given session. Get
widespread input from all interest groups ahead of time and reflect them in the questions
asked, not in the number of people present to ask them. Let each interviewer have ablock of
time to go deep with their questions, using probes based on responses given rather than a
preset agenda of questions. Fairness to applicants requires that you ask the questions that will
best allow them to show their core mettle asindividuas. Thesewill vary.

2. Remember...thisisan investment inquiry, not a discussion. One aspect of the difference: never
tip your hand as to what answer you might be expecting. Just as grantmakers tend to
prescribe the response in the wording of the * request for proposals,” so too do many
interviewers cue the respondent on just what to say. “We' rereal strong on teamwork and
collaboration around here. How do you fedl about that?” How many applicants will then
respond that they would rather work alone?

3. Look for responseto feedback. Example: “You just took four minutesto try to impress us
with what you know about thistopic, but you did not directly answer my question. Would
you likemeto repest it?” You can say it with encouragement, but theintent isclear. Not only
do you improve the rest of the interview, but you get invaluable data on the ability of aperson
to use feedback to ater hisor her behavior—and to handle stress.

4. Make each question strategic. Most questionsin interviews are lightwe ghts—casual and
informal. The best questions are very intentiona. For example:

Assume you are our new Chief Executive and you are ready to pick your #2 person.
Describe that person, then give us your reasoning.

Much is happening here. Many leadersfal down in either not knowing their own weaknesses
or in failing to select people who offer strengths to counter their own. Othersdo select people
with different skills but ensure that no oneis as smart asthey are. This question and follow-on
probes get to al these issues with amazing elegance—and little cue to the respondent asto
what is sought. Another example:

Please identify something in which you were involved in the last two-to-three years that
did not turn out well. Tell us briefly what happened and what role you played iniit.



5. Test competencies. You arelessinterested in skills at rest than in motion. You get there by
using the interview to do things and try things—moving away from itsintensely artificial
nature to come much closer to smulating conditions and tasks of the job itself.

Ironically, we are far better at testing the ability of asecretarial candidate to keyboard quickly
and accurately than we are to test amanager for equally important skills. Some examples of
short-take applications:

» Here'samemo that might have been written here. Please take five minutes and edit it to
be as short and clear aspossible.

» Assumeyou havethejob and | am entering your office with acomplaint. Let’'s play that
out for afew minutes. “Don, I'm redly upset over the lack of effort by Bill in our
workgroup. Can | tell you about it?’

» Assumeyou are here and this quarterly statement on your program center is handed to

you. What do you see here that would most concern you, and what would you do about
it?

These examples test writing, managing, and extemporaneous ability. Obvioudy, their
relevance is dependent on the job in question. But whatever the task, you get an early sense of
threethings: expressive capability, speed of response (productivity), and ability to perform
under stress.

For many jobs, the testing should go deeper and longer. One modeisto pay the person for a
short “redl time”’ assignment. Choosing a person for the organization is no less important than
selecting aspouse. Few of uswould do the latter without real timetogether. Yet many of us
pick aprofessiona partner based on lessthan afull day’s exposure.

References

While afew first-blush reference checks can be used as a sort prior to interviews, this process should
typically come after the interview, when you are much clearer about what aspects of interesting
candidates you are most interested in “ checking out.” What do you learn when you ask afriend of the
applicant, “Would you hire this person?’ or “What is your impression of Joe or Sue?’ You are asking
aperson you do not know to speak objectively of aperson they do know—and whom they are
typically trying to help get ajob. Evenif they do not particularly like the person, they are unlikely to
be candid for avariety of reasons—from the faint prospect of litigation to one in which the person gets
thejob, then learns of the reference content. And where the disposition isfavorable, inflationin
referencesisrampant. | know that if I do not shamelesdy extol the virtues of an gpplicant to a college
or organization, my input will not be competitive.

Use telephone conversations with persons identified by candidates for the only form of discrimination
they can reasonably yield: selectivity of strengths. “If you had to name the one top strength of this
individual, what would it be?’

References can dso verify that aperson has done what he or she said has been done. Ask the person
for the evidence that someone you' re considering has performed at ahigh level, not for their opinion.
And look to uncover different persons than would typically be provided asreferences. Finadly, use



referencesto uncover other references not suggested by the applicant. * Please name three other
persons with whom the person has worked closely and/or arein a position to verify results.”
Secondary references (e.g., not suggested by the applicant and not subject to a heads-up call from that
person) are far richer information sources than the primary ones.

Fidd Work

Save your mgor gunpowder—and your most astute observers and analysts—for this step, which
comes once you have three-to-four finalists. The premise of this step isthat the best predictor of
performance is not what a person says he or shewill do in the future. It iswhat they have doneinthe
past. For your best candidates, go to where they have worked. Speak not only to their bosses, but
also to their colleagues and those who reported to them. You are looking for a“360"—acomplete
view of the person. When you speak solely to the managers of a person—especialy inalarge
organization—you are largely learning how well a prospect managed his or her boss, not how well
they managed those on whom they relied for achievement.

Follow the wisdom of effectivefield research. Comein inconspicuously as one of severa persons,
not acontingent on avisit. Speak individually with people, not in groups. Offer confidentiality. And
use your eyes as much asyour ears.

The Deal

In grantmaking and vendor selection, the tendency isto think of the contract as the step beyond
decison. In sdlecting anew person, the same logicisoften used. Inall of these cases, it ismuch
more powerful to consider definition and ratification of the ded asthefinal step in selection.

Assume, for example, that | am hiring the coordinator of a Community Network whose purposeisto
coordinate the efforts of non-profit and for-profit firmswho pre-qualify and train job seekersfor a
major urban initiative. Hereiswhat | might suggest to the lead candidate:

Asyou know, our commitment is to ensure that 1,500 persons get and keep afamily wagejob
in the next two years. You want asalary of $50,000. Our senseisthat thisis actualy not
enough compensation for a person who achieves that result—but too much money for a
person who does not.

Here' s our proposa. WE' Il give you abase salary of $40,000 per year. For thefirst, year, if
you hit mutually agreeable milestones, we' Il add $15,000 asabonus. If you then achieve the
target at the end of year two, we'll add $20,000 to the base of $40,000—and make $60,000
your new base for future years and more bonuses. How does that sound?

This sorts out those who have strong confidence in their ability to hit this target from those who
pledge allegiancetoit! Also, to the extent that one wants entrepreneuria interests and instincts,
enthusasm for performance-based contracts are away to look for it. And they help you to look at a
person’s cost relative to their value, rather than in therigid terms of sdary aone.

Settling In

Thefina point about an outcome approach to hiring isthat it recognizes that the decision onwho is
hired must be followed by early and active support during thefirst critical weeks. Sadly, the tendency



isto watch the new person carefully to seeif the right pick was made. Given your interest in making
the bet work rather than documenting afailure, recognize that objectivity isnow out the window. You
want to do everything possible to help the new person succeed.

This step should include those who made the hiring decision. One reason isthey have high
motivation to make it work. Moreimportant, they know the new person by thistime very well. That
knowledge, in terms of defining role, results, and early intentions to define fit with the organization,
are powerful supports.

Thisfinal step isalso important to capture the value of fresh eyesfor the organization about the
selection process. A week or two into the job—and then a month later—further investigation with the
person hired can refine the hiring practice for the next time. Useful questionsto ask:

* Inretrospect, how accurate were wein portraying thisjob and allowing effective self-
selection?

*  What parts of the selection process we used strike you as most and least effective—both from
your perspective and the company’s?

*  What should we do next time to best help the person to define and hit early result targets?
By taking thislast step, selection opensto the possibilities of learning and change based on

experience. Investment decisions get smarter and better. And the base of human capital on which
training can build goes higher and higher.
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